Wrenn finds right formula for success by Wagner, Ron
Furman Magazine
Volume 55
Issue 1 Spring 2012 Article 26
4-1-2012
Wrenn finds right formula for success
Ron Wagner
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarexchange.furman.edu/furman-magazine
This Article is made available online by Journals, part of the Furman University Scholar Exchange (FUSE). It has been accepted for inclusion in Furman
Magazine by an authorized FUSE administrator. For terms of use, please refer to the FUSE Institutional Repository Guidelines. For more information,
please contact scholarexchange@furman.edu.
Recommended Citation
Wagner, Ron (2012) "Wrenn finds right formula for success," Furman Magazine: Vol. 55 : Iss. 1 , Article 26.
Available at: https://scholarexchange.furman.edu/furman-magazine/vol55/iss1/26
FURMAN | SPRING 2012    3938   FURMAN | SPRING 2012  
John Vernon Platt ’60, March 17, 
Columbia, S.C. In addition to earning 
degrees from Southeastern Baptist Theo-
logical Seminary and Drew University, John 
did ministerial training through the North 
American Mission Board, the International 
Missions Board, White Oak Conference 
Center and Ridgecrest Conference Center. 
His 52 years in the ministry included 
pastorates throughout South Carolina. 
He was a director of missions in Lancaster 
and Columbia, a part-time chaplain with 
the S.C. Department of Corrections, and 
most recently was an associate pastor at 
Spring Valley Baptist Church in Columbia. 
He also led a host of local and international 
mission efforts. He served on the executive 
board of the S.C. Baptist Convention 
and on the Southern Baptist Convention 
Historical Commission, and he was a trustee 
of Connie Maxwell Children’s Home and a 
member of the S.C. Baptist Historical Soci-
ety. He served in the S.C. National Guard 
for five years and developed an annual 
golf tournament to benefit “Transport for 
Christ,” a mission group for truck drivers.
Sam Lloyd Sarvis, Sr. ’60, February 28, 
Loris, S.C. He served in the U.S. Army Air 
Corps before continuing his academic 
career, graduating from Coker College 
where he had the distinction of being the 
first male to live on campus. After Coker 
he graduated from Furman and South-
eastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
earning doctoral degrees in both theology 
and psychology. In addition to being pastor 
of a number of churches, he was a long-
time chaplain at Loris Extended Care 
Facility and was a master mason. He was 
also an accomplished pilot and the owner 
of Sarvis Aviation.
W. Woodrow Stewart ’60, January 9, 
Gainesville, Ga. He was former managing 
partner of the Stewart, Melvin and Frost 
law firm. A dedicated community volunteer, 
he served as president of the Gainesville 
Kiwanis Club, chair of the Gainesville Board 
of Education and chair of the Greater Hall 
Chamber of Commerce. He was also a 
director of the Gainesville State College 
Foundation and the Northeast Georgia 
Health Systems board. He was a three-year 
veteran of the U.S. Army and received the 
Commendation Medal for Meritorious 
Service in Okinawa.
Michael Bazel Sheppard ’61, February 
12, Folly Beach, S.C. After receiving the 
Bradshaw-Feaster Award for General Excel-
lence upon his graduation from Furman, 
he earned a law degree from Harvard 
University, where he was a member of
the law Review. He went on to be an 
intelligence officer in the U.S. Army and 
was awarded the Bronze Star for his service 
in Viet Nam. He retired from the Army with 
the rank of captain and worked for a time 
with the Department of Defense in Thai-
land. He was for 18 years a partner in the 
Washington, D.C., law firm of Leva, Hawes, 
Symington and Martin.
William Lee Carter ’62, December 
26, Greensboro, Ga. He was a U.S. Army 
veteran and was commissioned a second 
lieutenant with the 3rd Infantry Division, 
based in Germany. His civilian career began 
in Atlanta, first with Lockheed Martin and 
then with National Data Corporation. 
He returned to Lockheed Martin as a 
manager in the Information Technology 
Division before retiring in 1996. He was a 
volunteer at the First Call Pregnancy Center.
Allan Montgomery Goodlett, Jr. 
’62, January 7, Greenville. He was a retired 
school principal, a Mason and a former 
member of the Greenville Optomists Club.
William Roy Hilley ’62, January 29, 
Edgewater, Md. He worked in the Washing-
ton, D.C., area most of his life as a graphic 
illustrator for various branches of the U.S. 
government. He was a U.S. Army veteran, 
having served in both the 82nd and 101st 
Airborne divisions.
Betty Jean Poore ’63, January 26, 
Greenville.
Jerry Davis “Bud” Wynn ’65, February 
12, Greenville. He served in the U.S. Marine 
Corps and was a retired machinist with the 
Cline Company. He was an avid fisherman 
and chess player.
James Melton Williams, Sr. ’66, March 
5, Atlanta. He was a top sales manager for 
Duron Paint, a talented builder and a stand-
out athlete. He coached many Little League 
teams and was a booster club leader. 
Raydee Earl Wyatt ’72, February 19, 
Mauldin, S.C. He worked in the textile 
industry, retiring in 2006 after 27 years 
with John D. Hollingsworth on Wheels, Inc. 
In retirement he became a member of the 
Mauldin Garden Club and was recognized 
by the Greenville County Council for his 
leadership in the “Daffodil Project.”
Peggy Jo Giles Soley ’77, January 21, 
Simpsonville, S.C. She lived for many years 
in Washington, D.C., where she was presi-
dent of SWL, a government contractor. In 
2002 she moved to Simpsonville, where she 
was employed by Edward Jones.
Robert Elmo Greenwood, Jr. ’78, 
February 23, Travelers Rest, S.C. He was 
a retired master sergeant with the U.S. 
Air Force. He was also a retired profes-
sor, having taught at both Furman and 
North Greenville. He was a member of the 
American Legion and the National Rifle 
Association.
Leslee Lomas Bates ’79, February 6, 
Columbia, S.C. During her student days 
she competed in the South Carolina Miss 
Universe pageant, where she was named 
Most Photogenic. She studied art at the 
University of London as well as in Italy 
and France. She was employed by BellSouth 
as an education representative and also 
worked in the human resources field.
Mark Scarbrough ’80, January 11, 
Charleston, S.C. After earning his Furman 
degree he traveled the world for more than 
10 years, playing music and working in 
national parks. After settling in Charleston 
he worked with Blackbaud before starting 
his own Web design company, Illumicom. 
He was voted Sertoman of the Year and 
was a member of Dragon Boat Charleston.
Marie Katherine Tibshrany Burgess, 
M.A. ’82, February 27, Greenville. An avid 
advocate of outdoors education, she taught 
at North Greenville College, Clemson 
University and Greenville Technical College. 
She received recognition for excellence in 
teaching, service to the Special Olympics 
and service to the Greenville Mental Retar-
dation Board. She spent the latter years 
of her career as director of summer 
camps and conferences at Furman, 
and in retirement she taught in the 
university’s Osher Lifelong Learning 
program. She was a Master Naturalist 
and studied to be a Master Gardener.
Becca Hazel McGraw Peavy, M.A. ’84, 
December 23, Greenville. An elementary 
school teacher in Georgia, Florida and South 
Carolina, she retired in 1996 after 34 years 
in Greenville, 25 of them at Armstrong 
Elementary. She was named Teacher of 
the Year twice at Armstrong and was 
selected for inclusion in Who’s Who Among 
America’s Teachers. She was a charter mem-
ber of Alpha Delta Pi sorority and a member 
and past president of Delta Kappa Gamma 
honorary teachers’ society. She was a past 
regent and secretary of the Daughters of 
the American Revolution and a member 
of United Daughters of the Confederacy, 
Real Great Great Granddaughters Club 
(UDC), Greenville Woman’s Club, and Clan 
McKenzie in the Americas.
Marion Willis Thompson, M.A. ’84, 
March 10, Greenville. He retired from the 
School District of Greenville County, having 
taught fourth grade at Mountain View 
Elementary School.
Robert Harris Patton, Jr. ’85, January 
3, Columbia, S.C. Bob served as a second 
lieutenant in the U.S. Army in Germany 
for two years. After his military service, he 
worked in the financial aid offices at the 
University of South Carolina and Columbia 
International University. 
Jerry Lee Hampton, M.A. ’86, February 
22, Conover, N.C. He began his teaching 
career at Flat Rock Junior High in Henderson 
County, N.C., then taught in Caldwell 
County and in several Catawba County 
schools, including Catawba Rosenwald 
Education Center. He retired in 2011 after 
teaching in exceptional children’s programs 
for 26 years. He also enjoyed coaching 
wrestling, baseball and soccer.
Furman ALUMNI NEWS
That same pride caused Wrenn to hurt when he 
saw Furman’s football facilities, once the envy of the 
Southern Conference, grow more dated by the season 
as rivals Appalachian State, Georgia Southern, Wofford 
and Elon expanded and upgraded. He is convinced the 
Furman program was facing a competitive disadvantage, 
so when he heard about the plans for a $12 million 
upgrade of the Paladin Stadium press box and football 
operations complex, he was quick to get involved. “I’m 
fortunate that I’m in a position that I can give back 
some, and that’s what we’re doing,” Wrenn says.
“He’s been one of the major guys that has stepped 
forward,” says Pettus. “What I love about Rick more 
than anything is he wants to give back to the university 
that has taught him so many great life lessons.”
Wrenn, who joins the Furman board of trustees 
this year, hopes his fellow football alumni feel the same. 
For him, it matters that future generations will have 
the special experience as a Paladin that he had.
“I was lucky, just damn lucky. I couldn’t have ever 
gotten into Furman without the football to pull me on,” 
he says. “I love that excitement. Furman had it for a 
while with football. They may have lost a little, but 
I can feel it’s still there.”
— RON WAGNER
The author, a 1993 graduate, is a freelance writer in 
Hendersonville, n.C. 
RICK WRENN isn’t trying to kill your dreams. He’s just 
telling you that the future probably won’t turn out the 
way you think it will when you’re 19 years old — and 
that may not be a bad thing.
“How can anybody ever see that? It’s impossible,” 
Wrenn said at the Asheville (N.C.) Regional Airport 
as he prepared to fly his private jet to Atlanta to catch 
the Atlantic Coast Conference men’s basketball tourna-
ment. “You just have to be opportunistic. You’ve been 
dealt a bunch of cards, and you just have to play the 
best hand you can. You trade two in, you get two more 
and you’ve got another opportunity. A lot of it is luck, 
but a lot of it is making the best of what you’ve got.”
When Wrenn looked at his hand after graduating 
from Furman in 1974 with a degree in biology, he was 
surprised to see chemistry — specifically, magnesium 
sulfate. In its crystallized form MgSO4 becomes some-
thing much more familiar: Epsom salts, that jack-of-all-
trades home remedy your mother recommended for 
most every kind of ache and pain. It also happened to 
be the product sold by Wrenn’s wife’s step-grandfather’s 
company, Giles Chemical in Waynesville, N.C. 
They asked him to join the family business in 1978, 
and the one-time Paladin defensive end soon found 
himself in Gulfport, Miss., in charge of building a plant. 
He went around that challenge as he would a slow-
footed left tackle, and he never looked back.
Eventually Wrenn found himself in charge of Giles, 
and under his direction it grew to the point that when 
it merged with Premier Chemical (based in Philadelphia) 
in 2007, it became the North American leader in the 
industry. “We are bricks and mortar. We make a lot. 
We right now are the largest Epsom salts producer in 
the United States,” says Wrenn, who lives in Asheville.
Wrenn, president and chief operating officer of 
Premier (now Premier Magnesia), also operates a 
mine in Nevada and has branched into sodium sulfite, 
which is used in pulp and paper, detergents, starches 
and glass. Despite the recession and the collapse of 
the textile industry (which uses magnesium sulfate in 
processing), his companies are thriving — which doesn’t 
surprise one of his former coaches one bit.
“How hard he worked, how hard he played, was 
a great predictor of how successful he was going to be 
in life because he was tenacious and he was tough and 
he was not going to give up. [He had] all of those great 
attributes we love to see in a football player,” says Ken 
Pettus, Furman’s associate athletic director for develop-
ment who was on Art Baker’s coaching staff in 1973. 
And Wrenn has never forgotten his athletic roots. 
He and his wife, Ruth, raised three sons, and all, like 
their father, are fiercely loyal to their schools’ teams. 
The oldest, Rick, played rugby at Furman before gradu-
ating in 2004. Guy graduated from Wake Forest a year 
later, and Jackson attends North Carolina State. 
“It’s so good to have that,” Wrenn says with a soft 
Carolina drawl. “Most of my buddies now are old guys 
like me, and they come back to Furman because they 
want to come back. They’ve got pride in their school. 
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